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Politics and Play:
The National Stage and the Player King
in Shakespeare’s Henry V and Macbeth
Kristin M.S. Bezio
Boston University
This article examines the intersection between theatrical and political discourse

in early modern England. It argues that that the dialog surrounding early
modern discourses of monarchy intersects specifically with theatrical notions of
performance by means of the social contract implicit in English Common Law.
The link between the political stage and the theater is perhaps most transparent
in the metaphor of the theatrum mundi. Because the theatrum mundi requires the
active participation of the audience, they must always be included in the theatrum
mundi as participatory citizens in its illusory world. They are drawn into the
conversation between stage and state on the very nature of sovereignty and on
their own role within the construction and operation of the larger body politic;
that coversation also appears in Macbeth’s correlation of “life” to the “poor
player” (5.5.24).
In Shakespeare’s Henry V, this appears most obviously in Henry’s scenes
of disguise, in which the king himself offers the theory that kings only rule by
the grace of “ceremony . . . general ceremony” (4.1.236), that is, through the
power of monarchical performance. In Macbeth, we see the opposite of Henry’s
performance; Macbeth’s ambition renders him incapable of participating in
the “ceremony” Henry describes. Ultimately, the plays seek to articulate that
performance determines the power and authority of the king, and that it is within
the power of the populace-audience to accept and authorize their ruler based on
the type and quality of his (or her) performance.

Political and theatrical spaces overlapped across the boundaries of

state and stage in early modern London as the populace traversed
the geographical lines of city and Liberties to attend the theaters.
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The drama they patronized rests upon a medieval tradition of public
pageantry that shares its performance space with the politicized
locale of the scaffold that was also the site of sermons, coronations,
and executions. Shakespeare’s Henry V and Macbeth address the
political concerns of the Elizabethan and Jacobean regimes in terms
that are explicitly theatrical, using the language and space of the
theater to participate in and influence the popular understanding
of national polity. Because the theater functions as a microcosmic
world in which the players, stage, and audience all represent
analogous positions in the larger outside world, the expectations
held of the players can be extended similarly into the world outside
the playhouse.
The importance of understanding the monarch’s role in
terms of performance relates not only to dramatic participation in
the social debate on the nature of rulership, but also on the way
in which monarchs themselves came to understand and enact their
public roles. As Michael Braddick and John C. Walter note in their
introduction to Negotiating Power in Early Modern Society, public
power must be actively negotiated by those who wish to gain and to
keep it.1 Following this paradigm, then, monarchs must negotiate
their power, and they do so through performative relations with their
subjects.
In her first reply to Parliament’s petition that she execute
Mary, Queen of Scots in 1586, Elizabeth equates the public role of
the monarch with that of a player: “for we princes, I tell you, are
set on stages in the sight and view of all the world duly observed.”2
Elizabeth’s understanding of her place in the English national
polity was evident in pageantry, public progresses, and ceremonial
portraits. Her performative identity as the Virgin Queen helped
not only to secure her solitary hold on the English throne, but also
created her immortal identity as the mother of England’s Golden
Age—regardless of the objective truth behind her ageless mask.
1 Michael Braddick & John C. Walter, “Introduction. Grids of power: order, hierarchy
and subordination in early modern society,” Negotiating Power in Early Modern Society:
Order, Hierarchy and Subordination in Britain and Ireland, ed. Michael J. Braddick and
John Walter (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001), 27.
2 Elizabeth I, Collected Works, ed. Leah S. Marcus, Janel Mueller, Mary Beth Rose (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 194.
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The parallel between stage and state functions is in both
directions, enabling the drama to reinforce the implicit social
contract between the populace and the monarch. In this contract,
the nation relies upon the ruler to maintain their rights as established
by Common Law. Likewise, the ruler relies upon the loyalty and the
willingness of the populace to obey royal dictates and decrees. The
balance of this contract is maintained by the monarch’s awareness
that royal power comes from and is owed to the nation, not to God or
bloodlines. The theatrical audience, in turn, assumes the role of the
nation in the playhouse. As members of this temporary populace,
the audience’s response to the actions on stage conditions them to a
participatory role within both the theater and the real world outside its
walls. In the history plays in particular, participation in the theatrical
polity—by applauding Macbeth’s death, for instance—encourages
parallel participation in the national polity.
Because a play’s location and events cannot be realistically
represented on the stage, the audience must invest imaginatively in
the theatrical illusion in order to create the contextual setting—what
Richard Weimann terms the locus—of the drama.3 This relationship
is made transparent in the prologue of Shakespeare’s Henry V:
CHORUS Suppose within the girdle of these walls
Are now confined two mighty monarchies,
Whose high upreared and abutting fronts
The perilous narrow ocean parts asunder.
Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts.
Into a thousand parts divide one man
And make imaginary puissance.
Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them
Printing their proud hoofs i’th’ receiving earth.
For ’tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings (Henry V 1.0.19-28).

If the audience refuses to imagine the locus described to them,
if they refuse the play’s attempt at negotiation, there can be no
transformation from stage—the platea—to the locus. Because
their participation in the creation and maintenance of the locus is
necessary, the audience must always be included as citizens in the
play’s illusory world.
3 See Richard Weimann, Shakespeare and the Popular Tradition in the Theater: Studies
in the Social Dimension of Dramatic Form and Function, ed. Robert Schwartz (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins UP, 1978).
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Failed theatrical performance ruptures the fluid transformation
from platea to locus, but also from player to character, exposing
the person beneath the theatrical façade. Failed monarchical
performance creates a similar scission between the ruler’s private
body natural and public role as the head of the body politic. But
while the punishment for theatrical ineptitude is the audience’s
withholding of applause (and, presumably, the additional funds
earned by a lengthy run), the public consequences of monarchical
failure are much more severe, as we see dramatized in Macbeth. But
before we examine the failure of kingly performance, we will look
at its success.
Having established the locus in the opening Chorus, Henry V
turns from the contract between the players and the audience to the
political corollary between the monarch and the populace. When
Henry descends among his troops, he explores the duality of his
identity as both mortal man and king, reminding the audience that a
king is, like a player or commoner, also a man:
HENRY I think the King is but a man, as I am: . . . his ceremonies
laid by, in his nakedness he appears but a man; and though his
affections are higher mounted than ours, yet when they stoop
they stoop with the like wing. Therefore when he sees reason
of fears as we do, his fears, out of doubt, be of the same relish
as ours are. Yet, in reason, no man should possess him with any
appearance of fear, lest, he, by showing it, should dishearten the
army (H5 4.1.102-112).

Here, Henry takes off the mantle of kingship, dissecting it from
outside of its boundaries while nevertheless remaining within them.
He drops out of blank verse into prose and leaves behind the royal
“we” in favor of the more simple “I.” The first person plurals in the
speech, however, recall the royal pronoun even as they refer explicitly
to Henry, Williams, Bates, and Court—and to the English soldiers
as a whole. Henry claims that the king is made of the same stuff as
the common soldier, yet he acknowledges that his role requires him
to behave differently, “lest he, by showing it, should dishearten the
army,” a reminder that kingship is the product of performance.
Alone on stage, Henry continues to struggle with the lack
of distinction between himself and the commons he impersonates.
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He explains to the theatrical audience that “general ceremony” is all
that divides the monarch from the common man:
HENRY And what have kings that privates have not too,
Save ceremony, save general ceremony?
And what art thou, thou idol ceremony?
...
I am a king that find thee, and I know
’Tis not the balm, the scepter and the ball,
The sword, the mace, the crown imperial,
...
The throne he sits on, nor the tide of pomp
That beats upon the high shore of this world,
No, not all these, thrice-gorgeous ceremony,
Not all these, laid in bed majestical,
Can sleep so soundly as the wretched slave (H5 4.1.235-237, 256-258,
261-265).

In this lamentation, Henry reinforces the lack of distinction between
his royal persona and his mortal physical form. The invocation of
“ceremony” here is a reminder that Henry’s power is—like the
power of the stage—performative. But with such “ceremony” comes
obligation, for, he notes, it is also the cause of kingly responsibility.
But even as “ceremony” robs Henry of sound sleep, it
also keeps his throne and his person secure. Following the battle
at Agincourt, Henry manipulates Williams and Flewellen into a
challenge by exchanging gloves with Williams, then giving Williams’
glove to the Welsh captain. When the truth is revealed, Williams
defends himself by pointing to the performative division between
the king and the common man:
Your majesty came not like your self: you appeared
to me but as a common man – witness the night, your garments,
your lowliness; and what your highness suffered under that
shape, I beseech you take it for your own fault and not mine, for
had you been as I took you for, I made no offence; therefore I
beseech your highness pardon me (H5 4.8.51-57).
WILLIAMS

Both Williams and Henry recognize that when he assumes the role
of monarch, Henry becomes untouchable, even to a man who was
able to strike him when his identity as king was unknown. Williams
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further comments on the importance of “ceremony,” recognizing that
once Henry adopts the persona of the king, he is no longer a private
man, but also implicitly reminding Henry that when his performance
ceases, he also ceases to be king. Williams is rewarded for his
bravery in confronting his king, but also for properly performing
the role of subject once Henry has re-adopted his kingly persona—a
reward that encourages the audience to likewise distinguish between
performative success and failure by their monarch.
The “ceremony” that divides monarch from subject reappears
in Macbeth in the very different context of post-Gunpowder Plot
Jacobean London, and is preoccupied with the consequences of
failed monarchical performance. While Elizabeth’s dedication to
sovereign pageantry helped promote her popularity even after her
death, James’ lip-service to monarchical performance fell far short
of the example set by his predecessor. Although James wrote in
Basilikon Doron that “Kings being publike persons, by reason of
their office and authority, are as it were set (as it was said of old)
vpon a publike stage,”4 his devotion to the doctrine of divine right
undermined his ability to fulfill the performative example set by
Elizabeth, and, consequently, his rule was reflected in much of the
drama as a potential performative failure. In this context, Macbeth
articulates the fear that James’ inadequate performative negotiation
of power could disintegrate into tyranny or create the potential for
usurpation.
As a play, Macbeth is steeped in theatrical discourse and
metaphor, but its focus is on the failure, rather than the success, of
monarchical performance. Like Henry V, Macbeth begins with a
choric introduction to the time and space of the play’s locus:
1 WITCH When shall we three meet again?
In thunder, lighting, or in rain?
2 WITCH When the hurlyburly’s done,
When the battle’s lost and won.
3 WITCH That will be ere the set of sun.
1 WITCH Where the place?
2 WITCH Upon the heath.
3 WITCH There to meet with Macbeth.
ALL Fair is foul, and foul is fair:
Hover through the fog and filthy air (MB 1.1.1-8, 11-12).
4 James I, Basilikon Doron, or his Maiesties Instrvctions to his Dearest Sonne, Henry
the Prince, in The Political Works of James I, ed. Charles Howard McIlwain (Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1918), 5.
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The Witches’ prologue explains the action of Macbeth in explicitly
negative terms that connote deception rather than performative rule.
The key distinction between performance and deception that appears
in the contrast of Henry and Macbeth is that while Henry performs
the role of king in order to reify that role, Macbeth uses deception
not as a tool of performative negotiation, but as the means by which
to fulfill his unnatural ambition.
The central difference between Henry and Macbeth rests—
rather obviously—on the fact that Macbeth commits regicide in
order to gain the crown. While Henry waits (more or less) for his
father’s death before he claims the role of king, Macbeth refuses to
allow “Chance [to] crown [him] / Without [his] stir” (MB 1.3.144145), saying,
MACBETH I am settled, and bend up
Each corporal agent to this terrible feat.
Away, and mock the time with fairest show:
False face must hide what the false heart doth know.\ (MB 1.7.80-83).

Here, “false” appears in two valences: first, the “False face” of
public appearance; second, the “false heart” that considers treason
and betrays its king. But the “fairest show” to which Macbeth
refers is as “false” as both “face” and “heart.” Unlike monarchical
performance, this “show” is designed to permit transgression through
concealment—deception rather than performance. Lady Macbeth
describes this relationship in her advice to her husband on public
appearance:
LADY MACBETH Your face, my Thane, is as a book, where men
May read strange matters. To beguile the time,
Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye,
Your hand, your tongue: look like th’innocent flower,
But be the serpent under’t (MB 1.5.62-66).

Here, the play remarks on the reciprocal nature of the performative
relationship between subject and sovereign; both have a duty to
perform their roles for the sake of the nation, as we saw Williams
demonstrate in Henry V. In choosing ambition over national
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security, Macbeth neglects the performance of his public duty as a
subject, a pattern of failed performance that continues even after he
has achieved the crown.
Banquo’s death and the appearance of his Ghost at the
banquet mark the beginning of the disintegration of Macbeth’s
monarchical performance. Knowing Banquo is dead, Macbeth
attempts a “show” of sorrow for his missing thane: “Here had we
now our country’s honour roof’d, / Were the grac’d person of our
Banquo present” (MB 3.4.39-40). His speech seems appropriate,
displaying awareness of the need to negotiate his power with his
thanes as the source of “our country’s honour,” with himself at
the head of the collective body politic. However, “The Ghost of
BANQUO enters, and sits in MACBETH’s place” (MB 3.4.40.1).
When Rosse asks Macbeth to join them five lines later, Macbeth
says, “The table’s full” (MB 3.4.45). As king, he is expected to sit
and eat with his thanes, a ritual that acknowledges their importance
as supporters of his power. Banquo’s Ghost fills the king’s empty
seat, causing Macbeth to be unable to fulfill his role.
Macbeth attempts to regain control over his public image,
but Banquo’s presence undermines the attempted performance:
MACBETH I drink to th’general joy o’th’whole table,
And to our dear friend Banquo, whom we miss;
Would he were here!
Re-enter Ghost.
To all, and him, we thirst,
And all to all.
LORDS Our duties, and the pledge.
MACBETH Avaunt! and quit my sight! let the earth hide thee! (MB
3.4.88-92)

The arrival of the Ghost interrupts public ceremonial ritual,
truncating the exchange before Macbeth can return his thanes’
pledge of loyalty. Lady Macbeth’s rebuke—“You have displac’d
the mirth, broke the good meeting / With most admir’d disorder”
(MB 3.4.108-109)—articulates the problem of failed monarchical
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performance: both Macbeth’s act of regicide and his inability to
perform the role of king bring “disorder” into the commonwealth.
In the intervening acts, Macbeth’s tyranny is compounded
by murder and made the foil of Macduff and Malcolm’s discussion
of proper and improper kingship. In Malcolm’s enumeration
of tyrannical vices—all presumably possessed to one degree or
another by Macbeth—the audience sees the consequences of
lapsed performance. Macbeth himself next appears as not only
failed at monarchical performance, but as rejecting the viability
of performance as a means of negotiation altogether, disparaging
performance and players alike as transitory and unimportant:
MACBETH Life’s but a walking shadow; a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more: it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing (MB 5.5.24-28).

Macbeth does not understand the significance or power of
performance, either in a theatrical or a socio-political sense. What
we have learned from Henry V is the “sound and fury” of the political
stage does, in fact, signify something. The “poor player” is the king
whose rule will either triumph, like Henry’s, or fail, like Macbeth’s.
The irony of this speech, of course, is that even Macbeth, the
“idiot, full of sound and fury,” is not “heard no more.” The “poor
player,” perhaps even more so than the king, is heard publicly and
repeatedly, the platea of the stage granting him significant political
power. Despite Macbeth’s failure, the play’s message is ultimately
positive, for, at its conclusion, Malcolm succeeds in producing a
kingly performance, returning the political space of Scotland to the
theatrical space in which it originated.
Malcolm’s concluding speech, in which he performatively
negotiates his power with the thanes who stand before him as
representatives of the nation, gestures toward the positive potential
of the reign of James I, linguistically uniting Scotland and England.
The speech demonstrates Malcolm’s “king-becoming virtues” and
permits him to enter into the role of king:
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MALCOLM We shall not spend a large expanse of time,
Before we reckon with your several loves,
And make us even with you. My Thanes and kinsmen,
Henceforth be Earls; the first that ever Scotland
In such an honour nam’d.
...
– this, and what needful else
That calls upon us, by the grace of Grace,
We will perform in measure, time, and place.
So thanks to all at once, and to each one,
Whom we invite to see us crown’d at Scone (MB 5.9.26-30,
37-41).

In this formal address, Malcolm promises to repay the thanes who
have been loyal to him, negotiating their approval of his power by
raising them to the rank of Earls, an action that hybridizes Scottish
with English rule by adopting an English rank into the Scottish
nobility. Malcolm concludes by invoking divine endowment—
“the grace of Grace”—as the fiction he “will perform in measure,
time, and place,” producing an example of how a ruler might fuse
absolutist claims with performative negotiation.
In Henry V and Macbeth, then, we see the drama entering
into political discourse and debate: in the later play, the atmosphere
indicates a profound dissatisfaction with the type of ideological
stance that minimizes or eliminates the significance of performance.
As in Macbeth, much of the drama of the Jacobean period articulates
the fear that James, a king who ruled under the auspices of a divine
right claim, might began to cause performance to, as Macbeth says,
“signif[y] nothing,” a profound doctrinal change from Elizabeth’s
dedication to both performance and pageantry. What we learn
as the audience of both plays is that performance signifies far
more than nothing; in fact, it is performance that creates the very
process of signification that Macbeth disparages and which Henry
and Malcolm manipulate in order to succeed. It is “ceremony,”
the process of performative negotiation, which creates the public
persona of the king, whether on the scaffold-stage of the theater or
on the political stage of the state. But, in the end, the drama does not
focus exclusively on the necessity of the monarch to performatively
negotiate his or her power, but it also encourages the populaceaudience to recognize and participate in their own role of endowing,
ratifying, and maintaining the power of the sovereign in state as they
do the player-king on stage.
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Macbeth sees Banquo’s Ghost
Act III, scene iv
From The Library Shakespeare, illustrated by Sir John Gilbert,
George Cruikshank, and R. Dudley (London: Will Mackenzie, 1913
rpt. Trident Press, 2000)

